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THE CONTEST OF WILLS 
(Continued from page 370) 


ceptacles in which the level of fluid in one is 
affected by any change in the level of fluid 
in any of the others. American delegates in 
Paris in 1968-1969 found that they could not 
negotiate a settlement in Vietnam without at 
the same time negotiating about Laos. The 
Lao factions were faced with a Sisyphean 
task in trying to reach a settlement after 1965, 
when a major portion of the war in Laos, the 
American bombing of the Trail, was entirely 
outside their control. 

This is not to say, however, that the only 
way to a settlement lies in a grand conference 
of all concerned to discuss the entire Indo- 
china situation. In fact, there are a number 
of objections to such an ambitious conference. 
Two of these are the difficulty of obtaining 
the participation of all the interested parties 
and the inadaptation to public negotiation of 
fundamentally divergent interpretations of 
the causes of the conflict. Private negotia- 
tions, on the other hand, if possible on a 
bilateral basis, may offer a better chance of 
exploring and reaching compromises. Private 
negotiations allow each side to stick to its own 
interpretation of the conflict, while a settle- 
ment could, if so agreed, be put into effect 
without public acknowledgment of certain 
actions that would simply be unilaterally veri- 


fied by the other side. To succeed, such ne- 
gotiations must include, in one manner or 
another, all the interested parties, and their 
progress must be coordinated. 

Thus, for example, the Pathet Lao has de- 
manded a total halt to American bombing 
before it will agree to resume political ne- 
gotiations with the Vientiane government, 
and it seems hardly likely that they will drop 
this demand unilaterally unless they are on 
the point of surrender. But the United States 
has viewed the bombing of the Trail as essen- 
tial to the protection of American and South 
Vietnamese forces in South Vietnam and 
therefore would require a quid pro quo before 
ending the bombing. The Paris conference 
offers a forum in which these positions can 
be discussed, but guarantees may be required 
from China or the Soviet Union. The pat- 
tern of negotiation leading to a political set- 
tlement in Laos might then involve, concur- 
rently, the Paris conference, the Warsaw talks 
between American and Chinese Ambassadors, 
talks in Washington between the American 
Secretary of State and the Soviet Ambassador, 
as well as a meeting of the factions in Laos. 

The neutralization of Laos, and possibly 
of the other countries of Indochina, has be- 
come part of a vast international diplomatic 
operation whose beginnings can still be per- 
ceived only dimly. Peace in Indochina, like 
the war, is indivisible. 





